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“

et us eat and drink . . .
for tomorrow we die”
(Isaiah 22:13 NIV).
What is this quest for health?
Health is the quest for life, for a
longer, fuller life. It is something
we work for. It is also something
which is supposed to last. What
we seek in health is permanence,
longevity. Health is finally something we sacrifice for. It is a discipline; it is asceticism.
The book of Ecclesiastes has a
totally different outlook on life
than our modern conception of
health does. Instead of health we
find pleasure. Instead of longevity
we find the ephemeral. And finally instead of work we find grace. It
is this different perspective on life
that we would like to discuss in
this article, as to contrast it with
our present-day conception of
life—health—as well as perhaps
deepen and enrich it.
The Ephemeral
Our civilization cannot face this
notion. The ephemeral is some-

thing we escape. It is taboo. Our
pursuit for health is often only
another way to dissimulate the
traces of the ephemeral character
of our lives from our bodies and
faces. Old age, when we finally
face the ephemeral people that we
are, is shunned in our civilization.
Old age is something we try to
avoid. And so we exercise.
The book of Ecclesiastes is there
to remind us that life is ephemeral
and that health, as we perceive it,
is an impossible goal. In health we
seek permanence. But life is
ephemeral. Our understanding of
health, as the quest for longevity
and youth, is perhaps distorted.
Youth is only one of the many
phases of life. It comes and passes.
Other phases follow. Life is a succession of different epochs. There
is a time for everything and a season for every activity under heaven.
Our modern-day conception of
health, however, is the attempt to
stay in one epoch, that of youth, as
long as possible. But life is a
stream. Our attempts are vain.

The emphasis on the ephemeral
in the book of Ecclesiastes is taken
by our civilization as pessimistic.
Perhaps it is. But perhaps it serves
to open our eyes on another
dimension of life that is forgotten
in our quest of longevity and permanence: The dimension of pleasure.
The Pleasure
Our quest for health often takes
the form of a sacrifice. We sacrifice
our bodies, our time, our appetites
for health. The book of
Ecclesiastes brushes all these
efforts aside. Eat, drink, enjoy the
wife of your youth . . . for tomorrow we die. We often contrast
health with pleasure. What gives
us pleasure is certainly bad for us.
Health, the quest of the better
good, should control the appetites,
the search for immediate pleasure.
Such a conception is a Greek idea.
In the Bible, we have no such conception of health. In the Bible, life
is not a quest. Life is a gift. The
festival of life—the Sabbath—
reminds us every week of that gift.
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It reminds us to breathe and it
reminds us to live. On the
Sabbath, we are asked not to exercise and diet, but simply to enjoy.
It is in fact forbidden to exercise
and diet, as work and fast are prohibited. On the Sabbath we are
reminded that life is not a quest
but a gift. Life is not something we
work for, but something we
receive. A gift. Pleasure.
The advice of the book of
Ecclesiastes is therefore not at all a
call to eat, drink, . . . and forget. It
is on the contrary a reminder that
life is a gift and that we should be
grateful and take pleasure in that
gift. Our civilization has difficulties, however, in conceiving the
notion of gift. Our civilization is a
civilization of achievement, of
merit; it is a work-civilization.
Gifts are always exchanged. We
have no notion of free gifts, of
grace.
The Gift
We cannot conceive the notion of
free gift because we are too busy

trying to achieve things by ourselves. But sometimes our efforts
are vain. And indeed, they are
vain, for death always has the last
word. It is this truth that our civilization tries to mask in its rush for
success, achievement, and . . .
health. But in fact we are nothing.
And it is only when we realize that
we are nothing that our eyes are
opened to the immense diversity
of gifts that fill our lives. It is only
when we realize that life is a desert
in which all our efforts are destined to wilt and die, that we can
take note of the freshly fallen
manna waiting to be gathered.
But this gift which is bestowed
on us is itself ephemeral. Eat,
drink . . . for this too is a gift from
God. The gift is ephemeral. Eating
and drinking are ephemeral activities. They do not last further than
the moment of enjoyment. The
gift is never ours to hold. God
gives and God takes away. This is
why we are grateful for each
instant. Because life is never ours
to grasp. The instant comes and

passes. We treasure it like a precious pearl. Our perception of life
becomes richer. Each instant has a
nuance of its own. Our eyes were
fixed on the skyline of achievement, of the better good. They are
now sensitized to the complexity
and beauty of their present surroundings. We now see the fragile
petals at our feet, breathe the perfumed air, and feel the person next
to us.
Indeed, each instant is a gift
which is given and taken away.
Each instant is a new creation and
we never know what is yet to
come. Life is a journey into the
unknown. But we should not be
afraid, because our life flows from
God.

Maimonides (c. 1135-1204)
Maimonides
(also
called
Rambam, an acronym for Rabbi
Moses ben Maimon) may have been
the greatest of the medieval Jewish
philosophers. Born in Spain, he lived
most of his life in Egypt, where he was
chief physician to the Sultan and a
leader of the Jewish community. A
prolific author, he is well known as a
codifier of halakhah and a medical
writer. His Commentary on the
Mishnah and the great code of Jewish
law, the Mishneh Torah, were
Maimonides’ major contributions to
Jewish legal studies. In the
Commentary Maimonides formulated one of the best-known answers
to the question “What must a Jew
believe?” when he lists his famous
Thirteen Principles of Faith, begin-

ning with “I believe with perfect faith
that . . . .” They have become a sort of
unofficial Jewish creed and were
incorporated into the prayer book.
Maimonides’ Guide of the
Perplexed has been widely regarded
as the masterwork of medieval Jewish
philosophical theology. He tries to reconcile Torah and Aristotle and
encourages the readers to adhere to
biblical beliefs while still embracing
Aristotelian rationalism.
The later inscription on his tombstone reads “From Moses to Moses
there was none like unto Moses.”

Maimonides on Health: An Anecdote
When Maimonides served as court
physician, the Sultan of Egypt never
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became ill. Once the Sultan asked
him: “How do I know that you are an
expert physician, since during the
period that you have been here, I have
never been ill, and you have not had
the opportunity to test your skills?”
Maimonides replied: “In truth, the
great and faithful physician is the
Holy One, Blessed be He, as it is written, ‘I, the Lord, am your healer.’ And
this Great and Faithful Physician was
able to promise His people that
because He is their Physician, He will
be able to protect them from all the
illness that were inflicted upon
Egypt.” Maimonides concluded:
“Therefore, we learn that the ability
of a physician to prevent illness is a
greater proof of his skill than his ability to cure someone who is already ill.”
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